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ABSTRACT      
In May 2023, the historic Resolution on Strengthening Rehabilitation in Health Systems was adopted unanimously by the 194 Member States 
of the World Health Assembly (WHA), the highest health policy-setting body. The resolution aims to scale up and integrate rehabilitation into 
health systems as part of Universal Health Coverage (UHC) to address the growing rehabilitation needs due to the global ageing population, 
the increasing prevalence of non-communicable diseases, and the emergence of new infectious diseases such as COVID-19. Globally, data ex-
tracted from the Global Burden of Disease Study in 2019 showed that one out of three people could benefit from rehabilitation, while more than 
half of the population in many countries is not receiving essential rehabilitation services. This special article highlights the global challenges in 
meeting rehabilitation needs and emphasizes the importance of affordable, accessible, and quality rehabilitation services for vulnerable popula-
tions. The resolution’s path, which started in 2017 with the “Rehabilitation 2030: a Call for Action” initiative by the World Health Organization 
(WHO), is outlined. We summarize the key aspects of the WHA resolution, including its requests for Member States, international organizations, 
and the WHO Director-General. Finally, we discuss the way forward towards implementation, involving advocacy and concrete actions by all 
stakeholders, with the support of the newly established World Rehabilitation Alliance. The goal is to integrate rehabilitation into health systems 
worldwide, thus improving the well-being and socio-economic participation of those in need.
(Cite this article as: Seijas V, Kiekens C, Gimigliano F. Advancing the World Health Assembly’s landmark Resolution on Strengthening Rehabilita-
tion in Health Systems: unlocking the Future of Rehabilitation. Eur J Phys Rehabil Med 2023;59:447-51. DOI: 10.23736/S1973-9087.23.08160-1)
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In May 2023, for the first time in 75 years, rehabilita-
tion was on the agenda of the World Health Assembly 

(WHA), the highest health policy-setting body, composed 
of health ministers from member states, that sets the goals 
and policies of the World Health Organization (WHO). 
The WHA adopted a historic Resolution on “Strength-

ening Rehabilitation in Health Systems”, thanks to the 
collective political will of Member States and the persis-
tent advocacy efforts of various civil society groups. The 
unanimous adoption of the resolution by the 194 Member 
States sets overarching goals for Member States, WHO 
leadership, and rehabilitation stakeholders worldwide to 
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and as the third health indicator, together with mortality 
and morbidity, and rehabilitation was proposed as the key 
health strategy for optimizing functioning.11-13 In addition, 
“Rehabilitation in health systems: a guide for action,” a 
resource developed by the WHO to support countries to 
strengthen their health systems to better provide rehabili-
tation, was launched.14

The emerging need to advocate for the strengthening 
of rehabilitation in health systems in a concerted manner 
led to the founding of the Global Rehabilitation Alliance 
(GRA). In 2019, the GRA and other rehabilitation stake-
holders started to advocate for a WHA resolution on re-
habilitation. Advocacy activities included the production 
of joint policy documents, public statements during WHO 
governance meetings, bilateral and regional briefings with 
permanent missions in Geneva and government represen-
tatives in capitals, and increased communication efforts on 
key international dates.

The resolution’s journey took a significant step forward 
in 2021, when Colombia, Israel, Kenya and Rwanda pro-
posed an item on rehabilitation for the agenda of the WHO 
Executive Board. Although initially postponed due to a 
full agenda, the item was eventually placed on the agenda 
of the WHO Executive Board meeting in 2023. This led to 
intense negotiations among Member States and consulta-
tions with other stakeholders throughout 2022, culminat-
ing in a consolidated draft resolution presented by 19 co-
sponsoring Member States at the Executive Board meeting 
in early 2023 when its adoption by the WHA was recom-
mended. Finally, during the 2023 WHA, 36 speakers, in-
cluding 30 delegates from Member States, five non-State 
actors (NSAs) and the WHO Secretariat, expressed their 
views on the resolution. This engagement was comple-
mented by six additional written statements from NSAs 
in support of the resolution. Ultimately, the resolution was 
adopted unanimously by all Member States at the 76th 
World Health Assembly in Geneva on May 27th, mark-
ing an important milestone in the global commitment to 
strengthening rehabilitation in health systems.15

Summary of the WHA Resolution

A WHA resolution is a formal agreement or decision by 
the Member States of the WHO, used as an international 
policy instrument to make political commitments and re-
quest action from the WHO Secretariat.16 Although these 
resolutions are not legally binding under international law, 
they carry considerable weight because they represent the 
collective political will and the highest level of interna-

work towards scaling up and integrating rehabilitation 
into health systems as part of Universal Health Coverage 
(UHC).1

The urgent need for a resolution on rehabilitation was 
underscored in the WHO Director General’s report pre-
sented to the WHO executive board in 2022,2 emphasizing 
the demographic trends towards a global ageing popula-
tion, the increasing prevalence of non-communicable dis-
eases, and the emergence of new infectious diseases such 
as COVID-19. Globally, data extracted from the Global 
Burden of Disease Study in 2019, showed that 2.41 billion 
people could benefit from rehabilitation.3, 4

Disturbingly, these growing rehabilitation needs are 
largely unmet around the world, with more than half of 
the population in many countries not receiving essential 
rehabilitation services.5 There is a significant shortage of 
rehabilitation workforce, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries and remote areas as well as a widespread 
lack of awareness among healthcare providers of the im-
portance of rehabilitation.2, 6 In addition, most countries, 
are scarcely equipped to deal with the sudden surge in re-
habilitation needs that can result from public health emer-
gencies.2, 7 Access to affordable, quality rehabilitation 
services and assistive technologies8 is often out of reach 
for vulnerable and marginalized populations, negatively 
impacting their health, well-being, and socio-economic 
participation. The cost of accessing rehabilitation services 
and related health products is frequently an out-of-pocket 
expense for people, leading to financial hardship and hin-
dering progress toward UHC.2

The path towards the WHA Resolution

The first step towards the World Health Assembly’s (WHA) 
resolution was the launch of the “Rehabilitation 2030: a 
Call for Action” initiative in February 2017,9 in a meeting 
of various stakeholders, including Member States, interna-
tional organizations, NGOs, and rehabilitation experts, led 
by the WHO secretariat. This global call emphasizes three 
key aspects: rehabilitation should be accessible to all, in-
tegrated into all levels of health care, recognizing its es-
sential role in achieving UHC.9 The initiative commits to 
strengthening rehabilitation services globally by focusing 
on key actions such as improving governance and invest-
ment, expanding the rehabilitation workforce and services, 
and enhancing data collection.10 In July 2019, a second 
meeting was held to identify facilitators and barriers in 
advancing the global rehabilitation agenda.11 At this meet-
ing “functioning” was promoted as a public health goal, 
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along the continuum of care, including the timely integra-
tion of rehabilitation into emergency preparedness and 
response, the development of a strong multidisciplinary 
rehabilitation workforce, the improvement of health infor-
mation systems, the promotion of high-quality rehabilita-
tion research, and the efficient delivery of and equitable 
access to assistive technologies.1

International organizations and other relevant stake-
holders are invited to support Member States in their na-
tional efforts to implement the actions of the Rehabilita-
tion 2030 Initiative, to strengthen advocacy for rehabili-
tation through the World Rehabilitation Alliance (WRA), 
a WHO global network of stakeholders whose mission is 
to advocate for the implementation of the Rehabilitation 
2030 Initiative,26 and, finally, to harness and invest in re-
habilitation-related research and innovation.1

Finally, the WHO’s Director-General is requested to 
prepare a WHO baseline report on rehabilitation needs by 
the end of 2026; to develop global rehabilitation targets 
and indicators for the health system; to ensure WHO’s in-
stitutional capacity to develop technical guidance and re-
sources; and to provide ongoing support to Member States 
to implement the actions of the Rehabilitation 2030 initia-
tive; and to report on progress at the World Health Assem-
bly in 2026, 2028 and 2030.1

The way forward towards implementation

As described above, the Resolution includes a specific 
paragraph inviting international organizations and other 
relevant stakeholders to support Member States in their 
national efforts to implement the actions outlined in the 
Rehabilitation 2030 Initiative. In particular, strengthening 
advocacy for rehabilitation by supporting the WRA,26 in-
vesting in rehabilitation research and innovation, and pro-
moting health policy and system research to ensure future 
evidence-based rehabilitation policies and practices.

In July 2023, the third Global Rehabilitation 2030 meet-
ing was held to review the progress of the Rehabilitation 
2030 Initiative and to acknowledge the resolution and dis-
cuss the steps towards its implementation. During the meet-
ing new WHO tools, to facilitate the implementation of the 
resolution in countries were presented such as the Guide 
for rehabilitation workforce evaluation (GROWE),27 the 
Routine health information systems (RHIS) — Rehabilita-
tion toolkit,28 and the Package of interventions for reha-
bilitation (PIR).29

At the end of the meeting, on July 11th, the WRA was 
officially launched with a concert by Ricky Kej, who even 

tional commitment of Member States.17 The resolution on 
rehabilitation is divided into two sections. The first sec-
tion provides preliminary considerations that highlight the 
need to improve rehabilitation in health systems and plac-
es this resolution in the context of previous WHO and UN 
resolutions and commitments. The second part outlines 
specific requests endorsed by the WHA: a call to action 
for Member States, an invitation to international organiza-
tions and other stakeholders to offer support, and a request 
to the WHO Director-General to develop further tools and 
technical guidance for countries.1

Key preliminary considerations include the increasing 
and largely unmet global rehabilitation needs. The section 
highlights the significant long-term consequences of not 
addressing these needs, not only for individuals and their 
families, but also for broader social and economic struc-
tures.1 It is recognized that rehabilitation is necessary to 
achieve Sustainable Development Goal 3, which aims to 
ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 
ages, and target 3.8 on UHC, which includes protection 
against financial risks, access to quality essential health 
services, and access to safe, effective, high-quality and 
affordable essential medicines and vaccines. The resolu-
tion acknowledges the contribution of rehabilitation to up-
holding fundamental human rights, such as the right to the 
highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, 
including sexual and reproductive health, to work, and to 
education. The role of rehabilitation in significantly reduc-
ing healthcare costs and the burden on healthcare provid-
ers is emphasized. Several international commitments are 
recalled, such as the Astana Declaration,18 other WHA 
resolutions, including the resolution on the International 
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health,19 
on Control of Noncommunicable Diseases,20 the Global 
Strategy and Action Plan on Ageing and Health,21 Improv-
ing Access to Assistive Technology,22 Health Emergency 
Preparedness and Response,23 Health of Persons with 
Disabilities,24 and the Political Declaration on Universal 
Health Coverage.25

In the second section, the resolution urges Member 
States to raise awareness and build national commitment 
to rehabilitation, including assistive technology, and to 
integrate rehabilitation into national health plans and 
policies. This includes considering appropriate ways to 
strengthen financing mechanisms; expanding rehabilita-
tion to all levels of health care, from primary to tertiary; 
and ensuring the integrated and coordinated provision of 
high-quality, affordable, accessible, gender-sensitive, ap-
propriate and evidence-based rehabilitation interventions 



SEIJAS 	Re solution on Strengthening Rehabilitation in Health Systems

450	 European Journal of Physical and Rehabilitation Medicine	A ugust 2023 

using the RHIS - Rehabilitation toolkit. At the macro level, 
our national societies can advise healthcare authorities or 
Ministries of Health in the planning, organization, and fi-
nancing of adequate rehabilitation services, according to 
population needs in the countries, for instance applying 
the GROWE tool for rehabilitation workforce planning. 
As PRM academics we can promote quality education for 
building rehabilitation workforce capacity, as explained in 
a recent editorial by Ceravolo et al.31

Conclusions

The WHA Resolution on “Strengthening Rehabilitation in 
Health Systems” represents a significant step forward in 
addressing global rehabilitation needs. The path towards 
implementation involves advocacy by all stakeholders, 
with the support of the newly established World Rehabili-
tation Alliance (WRA). We need to engage and invest in 
innovation and rehabilitation research, including on health 
policy and systems to allow future evidence-based deci-
sion-making. In July 2023, the third Global Rehabilitation 
2030 meeting assessed the progress on the “Rehabilitation 
2030: a Call for Action” initiative and presented five WHO 
tools to facilitate the resolution implementation.

Civil society, including rehabilitation professionals and 
consumers, can and should engage in concrete actions. 
Implementing the Package of Interventions for Rehabilita-
tion (PIR), collecting health service data using the Rou-
tine Health Information Systems (RHIS) - Rehabilitation 
toolkit, and advising healthcare authorities are some of the 
ways to contribute to resolution implementation. With the 
joint efforts of Member States, and all rehabilitation stake-
holders, we can propel the implementation of this resolu-
tion and ensure that rehabilitation becomes an integral part 
of health systems worldwide, ultimately improving the 
well-being and socio-economic participation of millions 
of people in need.
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